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(54) Method and apparatus for providing partitioned telecommunication service 



(57) A wireless communication system is configured 
to allow for the provisioning of partitioned telecommuni- 
cation service to subscribers. A wireless switch (202) 
contains a partition table wh ich associates a service pro- 
vider with each wireless terminal which has the switch 
as its home switch. When providing telecommunication 
services to a subscriber using a wireless terminal, the 
switch provides such services using resources associ- 
ated with the service provider associated with the sub- 



scriber. In one embodiment, such a resource may be a 
subscriber profile database such that multiple service 
providers maintain separate subscriber profile databas- 
es connected to the switch. The switch, upon determin- 
ing the sen/ice provider associated with a subscriber re- 
questing service, will retrieve the subscriber's profile 
from the subscriber database associated with the iden- 
tified service provider. The switch then provides servic- 
es in accordance with the retrieved profile. 
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Description 

Field of the Invention 

This invention relates generally to wireless commu- 
nications, and more particularly to providing partitioned 
telecommunications services to wireless terminals. 

Background of the Invention 

In any given geographic area, there is currently a 
small number of service providers providing wireless 
service in that area. Generally, each of the service pro- 
viders maintains its own wireless network infrastructure 
to provide such services. For example, consider a geo- 
graphic area which is served by two wireless service 
providers. Each service provider will have its own net- 
work: consisting of at least one mobile switching center 
(MSC) and a number ol radio base stations (RBS) con- 
nected to that MSC. The MSCs and RBSs are used to 
provide the standard wireless communication functions 
in a geographic area : and the architecture and operation 
of MSCs and RBSs is well known for providing these 
functions. In addition to the MSCs and RBSs, a wireless 
telecommunication network will generally include other 
network nodes as well. These other nodes include mes- 
sage centers (MC) for sending text messages to mes- 
saging capable wireless terminals, voice message sys- 
tems (VMS) for providing voice mail services, and home 
location registers (HLR) which are databases which 
store subscriber profile information. It is the use and 
configuration of these other network nodes which allow 
a service provider to provide additional services and 
functionality to its subscribers. It is the use and config- 
uration of these other network nodes in the provisioning 
of wireless services which allows a service provider to 
differentiate itself from other service providers. Thus, a 
given service provider's services will have a certain 
"look and feel", based on the use and configuration of 
these other network nodes. 

For example, service provider A may provide net- 
work call forwarding and voice mail services to its sub- 
scribers, whereas service provider B providing service 
in the same area may provide short message service, 
but no call forwarding or voice mail services. Thus, the 
"look and feel" of wireless service experienced by sub- 
scribers in that geographic area will be different depend- 
ing on which service provider is providing service. 

Currently, there exist service providers which do not 
maintain their own network, but resell the network serv- 
ices of other service providers. These resellers must ac- 
cept the network configuration of the service provider 
from which they are reselling. In such a case : subscrib- 
ers of both the network owner and the reseller will ex- 
perience the same wireless network features and serv- 
ices. Similarly, there are certain geographic markets in 
which two or more service providers are in a partnership 
and they both provide wireless services using the same 
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network infrastructure. In such markets, the partnering 
service providers cannot distinguish or customize their 
services because they are both using the same network 
infrastructure to provide service to their customers. 
5 Currently the only way for a service provider to pro- 
vide customized wireless network services in a geo- 
graphic area is to maintain its own network in that area. 
However, this is often economically impossible or im- 
practical. This is especially true as the number of service 
providers in an area grows. 

Thus, there is a need for a technique which allows 
service providers to share the basic resources of a tel- 
ecommunications network infrastructure while allowing 
each service provider to customize the services and fea- 
tures provided to its subscribers. 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention is a method and apparatus 
for providing partitioned wireless telecommunication 
services. In accordance with the invention a wireless 
switch receives a service request from a wireless termi- 
nal and identifies a service provider associated with the 
wireless terminal. Telecommunication services are then 
provided to the wireless terminal using network resourc- 
es associated with the identified service provider. 

In accordance with additional aspects of the inven- 
tion, each service provider maintains its own set of wire- 
less network resources which are used to provide serv- 
ices to the service provider's customers in conjunction 
with shared network infrastructure. In one embodiment, 
a service provider may maintain its own subscriber pro- 
file database which stores the service profile for sub- 
scribers. Upon receipt of a service request from a wire- 
less terminal, the switch performs a database lookup to 
the subscriber profile database associated with the 
service provider of the wireless terminal and thereafter 
provides telecommunication services to the wireless ter- 
minal in accordance with the subscriber profile. 

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, 
the resources associated with the various service pro- 
viders may be physically partitioned among service pro- 
viders or they may be logically partitioned among serv- 
ice providers. 

The principles of the present invention may be ap- 
plied to systems which provide service to any type of 
wireless terminal, including mobile stations and fixed 
stations. 

These and other advantages of the invention will be 
apparent to those o1 ordinary skill in the art by reference 
to the following detailed description and the accompa- 
nying drawings. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

55 

Fig. 1 shows the components of a prior art wireless 
network. 

Fig. 2 shows the components of a wireless telecom- 
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munications network in accordance with one embodi- 
ment of the present invention. 

Fig. 3 shows the contents of an exemplary partition 
table. 

Fig. 4 is a flow diagram showing the steps per- 
formed by the MSC when a mobile station attempts to 
register. 

Fig. 5. shows a fixed wireless embodiment of the 
present invention. 

Detailed Description 

Fig. 1 shows some of the components of a prior art 
wireless network. Assume that the network shown in 
Fig. 1 is a partnership network such that it is owned and 
maintained by two service providers, service provider A 
and service provider B. Service provider A provides 
service to the subscriber using mobile station 102, and 
service provider B provides service to the subscriber us- 
ing mobile station 104. Assume also that both mobile 
station 1 02 and mobile station 1 04 are in their home sys- 
tem. That is, both mobile station 102 and mobile station 
104 are being provided with service by their own service 
providers in their home geographic area. Thus, neither 
mobile station 102 nor mobile station 104 are roaming. 
A mobile station is roaming when it is operating in a ge- 
ographic area outside of its home geographic area. The 
concepts of mobile station roaming and home geo- 
graphic areas are well known in the art of wireless com- 
munications and will not be described in further detail 
herein. 

The wireless network of Fig. 1 includes MSC 110 
and RBSs 106 and 108 which are connected to, and 
controlled by, MSC 110. The MSC 110 and RBSs 106 
and 108 are the basic components of a wireless com- 
munication network and they provide the basic connec- 
tivity functions required for wireless communications. 
Thus, mobile station 102 communicates with RBS 106 
via air interface 105 and mobile station 104 communi- 
cates with RBS 108 via air interlace 107. In turn, RBS 
106 and RBS 108 communicate with MSC 110 via links 
1 09 and 1 1 1 respectively. MSC 1 1 0 is also connected to 
other networks, such as the public switched telephone 
network (PSTN) (not shown) or other communication 
networks (not shown). This allows the mobile stations 
to communicate with each other, or with other commu- 
nication devices in other networks. 

MSC 1 1 0 is also connected to a home location reg- 
ister (HLR) 11 4, a visitor location register (VLR) 112, and 
a voice mail system (VMS) 116. The HLR 114 stores the 
subscriber profiles lor all subscribers which have as 
their home switch MSC 110. As is well known in the art 
of wireless communications, when a mobile station at- 
tempts to register with an MSC, the MSC performs a 
database lookup to an HLR to retrieve the subscriber 
profile information, and that subscriber profile informa- 
tion is stored in a VLR while that subscriber is registered 
with the system. For example, when mobile station 102 
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attempts to register with MSC 110, it sends its electronic 
serial number (ESN), mobile identification number 
(MIN), and a registration request to MSC 110. Based on 
this information, MSC 110 performs a database lookup 

s to HLR 1 1 4 to retrieve the subscriber profile information 
associated with mobile station 102 and stores the re- 
trieved subscriber profile information in VLR 112 while 
mobile station 102 is registered in the geographic area 
served by MSC 110. Similarly, when mobile station 104 

to attempts to register with MSC 110, it sends its electronic 
serial number (ESN), mobile identification number 
(MIN), and a registration request to MSC 110. Based on 
this information, MSC 110 performs a database lookup 
to HLR 114 to retrieve the subscriber profile information 

is associated with mobile station 104 and stores the re- 
trieved subscriber profile information in VLR 112 while 
mobile station 104 is registered in the geographic area 
served by MSC 110. Mobile stations 102 and 104 will 
then be provided with wireless service in accordance 

20 with the profile information stored in VLR 112. If voice 
mail services are required by either mobile station 102 
or 104, such service will be provided by VMS 116. 

Thus, although mobile station 102 and mobile sta- 
tion 104 are subscribers of different service providers, 

25 both profiles are stored in a single HLR 114 and both 
subscribers are provided with the same features and 
network services (e.g. voice mail services by VMS 1 1 6). 
Since both sen/ice provider A and service provider B 
share the same network nodes (e.g. HLR 114 and VMS 

30 116) the service provided to their subscribers looks the 
same. 

Fig. 2 shows the components of a wireless telecom- 
munications network in accordance with one embodi- 
ment of the present invention. Elements of Fig. 2 which 

35 are the same as elements of Fig. 1 have the same num- 
bers and perform the same functions. Thus, in Fig. 2, 
mobile station 102 is provided with service by service 
provider A while mobile station 104 is provided with 
service by service provider B. However, in accordance 

40 with the present invention, each service provider can 
provide its subscribers with customized services and 
features even though the two service providers share 
the same basic wireless infrastructure nodes (e.g. RBSs 
106,108, MSC 202, and VLR 112). 

45 in accordance with the invention, MSC 202 is logi- 
cally partitioned so as to provide differentiated service 
to mobile stations 102 and 104. As is well known, MSC 
202 is an intelligent switch which operates in accord- 
ance with computer program instructions stored in a 

50 memory of the MSC 202. These stored program instruc- 
tions control the operation of the MSC 202, including the 
switching functions, as well as other functions of the 
MSC 202. Thus, MSC 202 is configured to operate in 
accordance with the present invention by appropriate 

55 computer program instructions and data being stored in 
memory of the MSC 202. Such programming could be 
. implemented by one of ordinary skill in the .art given the 
present disclosure. 
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In order to provide partitioned service in accordance 
with the invention, the MSC 202 is provided with a par- 
tition table stored in memory of MSC 202. Contents of 
an exemplary partition table 300 are shown in Fig. 3. 
Partition table 300 contains two columns, MIN 302 and 
Service Provider 304. Thus, this table associates a serv- 
ice provider with a MIN for all mobile stations which have 
MSC 202 assigned as their home switch. For example, 
record 306 of partitioning table 300 indicates that all mo- 
bile stations which have a MIN with the first six digits 
being 206-123 are provided service by service provider 
A. Thus, service provider A provides service to mobile 
stations with a MIN in the range of 206-123-0000 
through 206-123-9999. Similarly, record 308 indicates 
that all mobile stations which have a MIN with the first 
six digits being 206-345 (e.g. in the range of 
206-345-0000 through 206-345-9999) are provided 
service by service provider B. Of course, the partition 
table 300 may be set up at any level of granularity. In 
the illustrative partition table 300 shown in Fig. 3, each 
service provider is associated with a range of MINs. In 
such a situation, MINs would be assigned to mobile sta- 
tions depending on the service provider. In a similar 
manner, a partition table could contain a record for each 
mobile station which has MSC 202 as its home MSC, 
and each MIN would be individually associated with a 
service provider. Of course, any combination of individ- 
ual MIN records and range MIN records could also be 
used This partition table 300 is stored in MSC 202 and 
is used by the MSC 202 to provide partitioned service 
within a geographic area as follows. 

A flow diagram showing the steps performed by 
MSC 202 when a mobile station attempts to register with 
the system are shown in Fig. 4. As described above, 
these steps are performed by the MSC 202 under con- 
trol of computer program instructions. For purposes of 
illustration, suppose mobile station 102 powers up in the 
geographic service area served by MSC 202. In step 
402 MSC 202 receives a registration request, including 
MIN (206-123-4455) and ESN from the MS 102. In step 
404 the MSC 202 determines the service provider as- 
sociated with mobile station 102 (e.g. the service pro- 
vider which provides service to mobile station 102) by 
performing a table lookup to the partition table 300. MSC 
recognizes that the MIN ol mobile station A falls within 
the range of MINs indicated by record 306 of partition 
table 300, and therefore that mobile station 102 is pro- 
vided service by service provider A. 

Referring again to Fig. 2, in accordance with one 
embodiment of the present invention, the wireless tele- 
communications network is provided with two sets of re- 
sources, with each set being associated with one of the 
service providers. In this way, each service provider 
maintains its own set of resources and can provide serv- 
ice to its subscribers using its own set of resources. For 
example, as shown in Fig. 2, the wireless communica- 
tions network contains two independent HLRs, HLR A 
206 and HLR B 208. Service provider A provides and 
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maintains HLR A 206 and service provider B provides 
and maintains HLR B 208. In this way, each service pro- 
vider can independently maintain the subscriber profiles 
for its own subscribers. Similarly, the wireless telecom- 

5 munications network also contains two separate voice 
message systems, VMS A 204 which is provided and 
maintained by service provider A, and VMS B 210 which 
is provided and maintained by service provider B. 

Returning now to the flowchart of Fig. 4, in step 406 

io MSC 202 performs a database lookup to HLR A 206 to 
retrieve the subscriber profile information for the sub- 
scriber associated with registering mobile station 102. 
The MSC 202 knows to access HLR A 206, and not HLR 
B 208, because in step 404 it determined that service 

is provider A is the service provider for registering mobile 
station 102. When the subscriber profile information is 
retrieved from HLR A 206 it is stored in VLR 1 1 2. There- 
after, as illustrated in step 410, telecommunication serv- 
ices are provided to the mobile station 102 in accord- 

20 ance with the subscriber profile information stored in 
VLR 112. 

As an example of the provisioning of telecommuni- 
cation services, consider an incoming call to mobile sta- 
tion 1 04, which is provided with service from service pro- 

2S vider B. Assume that mobile station 1 04 is not registered 
with the MSC 202. An incoming call to mobile station 
104 is routed to MSC 202. MSC 202 determines that 
mobile station 104 is not registered with the system be- 
cause there is no subscriber profile for mobile station 

30 1 04 stored in VLR 112. MSC 202 accesses partition ta- 
ble 300 and determines from record 308 that mobile sta- 
tion 1 04 is associated with service provider B. MSC 202 
then accesses HLR B 208 to get information from the 
subscriber profile of mobile station 104 regarding how 

35 to handle incomplete incoming calls to that mobile sta- 
tion. Assume that the subscriber profile stored in HLR 
B 208 for mobile station 104 indicates that incomplete 
incoming calls are to be routed to voice mail. Since MSC 
202 knows that mobile station 104 is associated with 

40 service provider B, MSC 202 routes the incoming call 
for further handling to VMS B 210, which is the VMS 
node associated with service provider B. 

Fig. 2 shows the configuration of the present inven- 
tion in accordance with mobile wireless implementation 

45 in which mobile stations were provided with cellular 
wireless service. However, the invention is not limited to 
a mobile wireless implementation, but instead the prin- 
ciples of the present invention may be applied to any 
type of wireless terminal. Fig. 2 shows mobile stations 

50 102 and 104 as one type of wireless terminal. In accord- 
ance with another embodiment of the present invention, 
the aspects of the invention can be implemented in a 
fixed wireless environment, in which the wireless termi- 
nals are fixed stations, for example residential struc- 

55 tures. A fixed wireless embodiment of the present inven- 
tion is shown in Fig. 5. The fixed wireless network of Fig. 
5 contains a fixed wireless access (FWA) switch 502 
connected to RBSs 512, 514, 516. In such a configura- 
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tion, FWA switch 502 performs essentially the same 
functions as MSC 202 and RBSs 512, 514, 516 perform 
essentially the same functions as RBSs 106 108. Thus, 
FWA switch 502 provides service to residential buildings 
518, 520 via RBS 512, to residential buildings 522, 524 
via RBS 5 14, and residential buildings 526, 528 via RBS 
516. Since the residential buildings are fixed, there is no 
need for a VLR as in the mobile embodiment shown in 
Fig. 2 because the residential buildings do not move and 
they are therefore always registered with the FWA 
switch 502. By partitioning the FWA switch 502 in a man- 
ner similar to that described above in conjunction with 
the mobile wireless embodiment, multiple service pro- 
viders may customize the service they provide to resi- 
dential wireless customers. 

Although the basic concept is the same, since there 
is no concept of registration, the FWA switch 502 func- 
tions somewhat differently than the MSC 202 of Fig. 2. 
For example, consider an incoming call to, residence 
518. The call is routed to FWA switch 502 in a conven- 
tional manner and the FWA switch 502 sends appropri- 
ate call notification signals to residence 51 8 via RBS 512 
and air interface 513. If the call is not answered at res- 
idence 51 8 FWA switch 502 determines the service pro- 
vider associated with residence 518. This determination 
is similar to that of step 404 of Fig. 4. FWA switch 502 
may perform this step by accessing a table similar to 
that of partitioning table 300, thus associating the phone 
number of residence 518 with a service provider. As- 
sume for purposes of this description that residence 51 8 
is provided with service by service provider C. FWA 
switch 502 then performs a database inquiry to sub- 
scriber profile C database 508 to determine how to han- 
dle an unanswered call for residence 518. Suppose the 
subscriber profile for residence 51 8 indicates that unan- 
swered calls are to be sent to network voice mail. Thus, 
upon retrieving this information from subscriber profile 
C 508, the FWA switch 502 will route the call to VMS C 
504 which is associated with service provider C. Thus, 
in a manner similar to that of the mobile embodiment of 
Fig. 2, a fixed wireless access environment can be par- 
titioned to allow multiple service providers to provide 
customized and differentiated services to subscribers 
while sharing the same basic network components. 

As can be seen from the above description, the 
present invention provides a valuable advantage over 
prior art communication systems. The partitioning as- 
pects of the present invention allow several service pro- 
viders to share the expense of providing and maintain- 
ing the basic components of a communication network 
while allowing the various service providers to provide 
differentiated services to their customers via that shared 
network. 

The embodiments described herein were described 
with illustrative sets of communication network resourc- 
es, such as voice mail nodes and subscriber profile da- 
tabases. However, the principles of the present inven- 
tion may be applied to any set of communication re- 
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sources and any number of service providers. The par- 
titioning aspects of the present invention allow for very 
flexible service provisioning among any number of serv- 
ice providers. 

s Further, the principles of the present invention could 
also be applied to a communication network in which 
some of the network resources are shared among some 
of the service providers while others are not. For exam- 
ple, the service providers could all share the voice mails 

10 system nodes of the network, but could maintain sepa- 
rate HLRs. 

Further, the invention was described above with 
service providers providing and maintaining certain 
physically separate network nodes. For example, the 

15 embodiment of Fig. 2 shows service provider A main- 
taining VMS A 204 and HLR A 206 which are physically 
partitioned from HLR B 208 and VMS B 210 maintained 
by service provider B. In alternate embodiments, certain 
network nodes may be logically partitioned between 

20 service providers. For example, there could be one 
physical subscriber database node, but the storage fa- 
cilities within that node could be logically partitioned be- 
tween the service providers. 

Further, the present invention was described with 

25 the illustrative functions of mobile station registration 
and incoming calls to mobile stations and residences. 
Of course, all types of communications services can be 
provided using the principles of the present invention. 
For example, call origination may also be provided to 

30 subscribers using the aspects of the present invention. 
Such other services are well known and could be pro- 
vided in accordance with the principles of the present 
invention by those skilled in the art. 

The foregoing Detailed Description is to be under- 

35 stood as being in every respect illustrative and exem- 
plary, but not restrictive, and the scope of the invention 
disclosed herein is not to be determined from the De- 
tailed Description, but rather from the claims as inter- 
preted according to the full breadth permitted by the pat- 

40 ent laws. It is to be understood that the embodiments 
shown and described herein are only illustrative of the 
principles of the present invention and that various mod- 
ifications may be implemented by those skilled in the art 
without departing from the scope and spirit of the inven- 

45 tion. 



Claims 

so 1. A method of providing partitioned telecommunica- 
tion services within a geographic area comprising 
the steps of: 

receiving at a wireless telecommunications 
s $ switch a service request from a wireless termi- 

nal; 

identifying one of a plurality of service providers 
associated with said wireless terminal; and 
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providing telecommunication sen/ices to said 
wireless terminal using network resources as- 
sociated with said identified service provider. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein said wireless termi- 
nal has said wireless telecommunications switch 
assigned as its home switch. 

3. The method of claim 1 wherein said service request 
includes an identification of said wireless terminal. 

4. The method of claim 1 wherein said wireless termi- 
nal is a fixed station. 

5. The method of claim 1 wherein said wireless termi- 
nal is a mobile station. 

6. The method of claim 1 wherein said network re- 
sources are physically partitioned among service 
providers. 

7. The method of claim 1 wherein said network re- 
sources are logically partitioned among service pro- 
viders. 

8. A method of operation of a wireless telecommuni- 
cations switch for partitioning service within a geo- 
graphic area served by said wireless telecommuni- 
cations switch, said method comprising the steps 
of: 

receiving at said wireless telecommunication 
switch a service request from a wireless termi- 
nal, said wireless terminal having said wireless 
telecommunications switch assigned as its 
home switch; 

identifying from a plurality of databases a data- 
base associated with the service provider of 
said wireless terminal; 

receiving profile information from said identified 
database; and 

providing telecommunication services to said 
wireless terminal based on said received profile 
information. 

9. The method of claim 8 wherein each of said plurality 
of databases is associated with a different telecom- 
munications service provider. 

10. The method of claim 9 wherein said plurality of da- 
tabases are physically partitioned. 

11. The method of claim 9 wherein said plurality of da- 
tabases are logically partitioned. 

12. The method of claim 8 wherein said service request 
includes a wireless terminal identification number 
and wherein said step of identifying a database is 
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based on said wireless terminal identification 
number. 

13. The method of claim 8 wherein said wireless termi- 
nal is a fixed station. 

14. The method of claim 8 wherein said wireless termi- 
nal is a mobile station. 

15. A telecommunication system for providing parti- 
tioned telecommunication services comprising: 

a plurality of sets of network resources, each 
set associated with one of a plurality of service 
providers; 

a shared telecommunications switch associat- 
■? ed with each of said service providers and ca- 
pable of communicating with at least a portion 
of said network resources; and 
means for providing telecommunication servic- 
es to wireless terminals via said shared tele- 
communications switch using the set of net- 
work resources associated with the service pro- 
vider associated with the wireless terminal. 

16. The system of claim 15 wherein said shared tele- 
communications switch further comprises a table 
storing a plurality of wireless terminal identifiers and 
associated service provider identifications. 

17. The system of claim 15 wherein said wireless ter- 
minal is a fixed station. 

18. The system of claim 15 wherein said wireless ter- 
minal is a mobile station. 

19. The system of claim 15 wherein at least a portion 
of said network resources are shared among at 
least some of said service providers. 

20. The system of claim 15 wherein said network re- 
sources are physically partitioned among service 
providers. 

21. The system of claim 15 wherein said network re- 
sources are logically partitioned among service pro- 
viders. 

22. A telecommunications switch for providing parti- 
tioned services within a geographic area served by 
said wireless telecommunications switch compris- 
ing: 

means for receiving at said wireless telecom- 
munication switch a service request from a 
wireless terminal, said wireless terminal having 
said wireless telecommunications, switch as- 
signed as its home switch; 
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means for identifying from a plurality of data- 
bases a database associated with the service 
provider of said wireless terminal; 
means for receiving profile information from 
said identified database; and s 
means for providing telecommunication servic- 
es to said wireless terminal based on said re- 
ceived profile information. 

23. The telecommunications switch of claim 22 wherein 10 
said wireless terminal is a fixed station. 

24. The telecommunications switch of claim 22 wherein 
said wireless terminal is a mobile station. 
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